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The word ‘disaster’ comes from 
a French word desastre' and an 
Old Italian word ‘disastro'. 
t refers to the impact of a 
natural or man-made event 
that harms the society or the 
environment. Thus, in simple 
terms disaster can be defined as 
an event that causes loss of life 
and property 
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The book Artbashastra 
which was written in : 
300 BC by Kautilya, 
mentions disaster 
management as 
one of the main 
\ responsibilities of 
a king! 









Disasters can be either natural or man-made. Natural disasters 
include earthquakes, volcanoes, tsunamis, hurricanes, typhoons, 
cyclones, floods, and so on. Natural disasters are unavoidable. 
However, man-made disasters such as Arcs in factories or leakages 
ol harmful gases from industries can be avoided if proper safety 
measures are taken. 


Natural disasters occur suddenly and without warning, it is very 
ditliculr to Foretell when and where a disaster might occur. But 
scientists are always looking for ways to predict disasters. They 
have now devised a way to forecast earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, 
wildfires, landslides, floods, and hurricanes. They use Fractals, a 
mathematical formula, to study where a disaster might strike nest! 




The sudden trembling of the earth 
is known as an earthquake. The 
intensity of a quake can vary from a 
tremor that people do not even feel 
to a violent temblor that can bring 
down a building. 
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Tht earth’s surface is made up 
of tectonic plates* arranged 
much like a jigsaw puzzle. 

These pi ares move slowly and 
continuously past one another. 
When these plates shrink or 
stretch or push against one 
another, die earth above them 
shakes and trembles, causing the 
surface of the earth to break 
or form cracks. This shaking is 
what we feci as an earthquake. 
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The Pacific Ring of Fire is a 
forty-thousand -kilometre- 
long area in the Pacific Ocean. 
Ninety per cent of the world's 
earthquakes occur along the 
Ring of Fire. 


Earthquakes are measured on the Richter scale. Charles F Richter 
invented this scale in 1934. Earthquakes below 2 on this scale usually 
cannot be felt. Earthquakes up to 3 do not cause much damage. 
Quakes measuring 7 or more arc the most dangerous! Another scale 
used for measuring earthquakes is the MercaLli scale. 
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Just like the safety valve In a pressure cooker ( 
: lets out the pressure inside the 

cooker, a volcano is an opening on 
J Q ^ \ the earth’s surface that releases 
\ )jj the pressure built up inside it. 


\AJU^4 iS * volcano? 

Most of the worlds volcanoes are found on the 
boundaries of tectonic plates. The temperature beneath 
the earth's surface is so high that rocks melt anti form 
^ a molten liquid called magma. This magma, along i 
with ashes and gas, exerts pressure on the earth’s 
surface and is released through openings on the 
earth’s surface. This is called ‘eruption . The mouth 
of a volcano is called ‘crater 7 
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When the lava from volcanoes coots, it 
forms rocks. These rocks break down to 
form soil. Volcanic soil is very fertile. In 
Indonesia, it is in the shadow of active 
volcanoes that some of the most fertile 
rice fields are found. 
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An active volcano is one that erupts frequently 
Kilauea, a volcano in I fawaii, is one of the 
most active volcanoes in the world. An 
extinct volcano, like Mount Kilimanjaro, 
is one that had erupted in the past but 
is not expected to erupt in the future. 

A dormant volcano is one that has not 
erupted for many years but is not extinct, 
like Mount Vesuvius in Naples. 
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DESTRUCTION St 


The word tsunami' is derived from a Japanese word, 
that means great harbour wave*. It is said that one day 
some Japanese fishermen, who had gone out to sea, 
were astounded to find, on their return, 

J that the entire harbour had been 
£ washed away by a giant wave. Far out ( & iL 
in the ocean, they had not felt a thing! 
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Tsunamis do not come with a 
warning. However, scientists 
now monitor high waves after 
an earthquake hits a coastal 
region to predict tsunamis. 


y pet* cent of the tsunamis occur in the 
Pacific Ocean. Submarine earthquakes, 
or earthquakes that occur on the floor 
of the sea, cause tsunamis. The tectonic 
plates beneath the sea move constantly. 
When they move, they put 
pressure on one another. 
Such movement causes 
f earthquakes on the sea floor, 
which disturbs the water and 
causes a tsunami. 
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A tsunami is not just one 
wave, it is a ‘wave train’, 
or a series of waves. A 
normal wave is about 
150 metres long, whereas 
a tsunami can be 
hundreds of kilometres 
long, ft travels very hist 
in deep water, moving 
at a speed of over seven 
hundred kiiomerres'per. 
hour. The deeper the sea, 
the faster the tsunami. 




A landslide is the movement of large stones, rocks, 
debris, and boulders down a slope. Ft is caused when 
the land in the region around the slope becomes 
unstable. Landslides usually occur in 3L 

mountainous areas. iQjSl 
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landslides may occur either due to 
natural or man-made activities. Natural 
causes that trigger landslides include 
the pressure on land by groundwater, 
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, ^ 
rains, floods, and so on. ^Hgd 

I luman activities tbar alter the V 
shape of a slope also ^ 
cause Landsla.lv s. 
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Sliding 

Some landslides are very slow moving, with small rocks, pebbles 
or debris falling slowly. But some landslides arc very massive 
and fasr moving. These have large rocks or boulders that fall 
with such force that they can destroy anything that comes in 
their way The distance travelled by these rocks and debris varies 
from a few centimetres to many kilometres. 
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Scientists have discovered 
that landslides occur 
on other planets 
os well. They ^ ^g*«g 
have found 
evidence of 


landslides on 
Mars and Venus! 
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An avalanche is a sudden flow of a large amount of snow 
or ice down a slope at high speed. In fact, avalanches have 
been known to move at speeds of over hundred kilometres 



hour! Avalanches occur due to many reasons; weather, 

temperature, steepness and 
direction of the slope, wind 

direction, and vegetation are 

. some of them. 
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Weak snow layers* wind, snowfall, and rapid warming are known ro 
cause aval ancli c s. B nr ava i a n c h e s d o no t o ecu r eve ry time t h e w i n d 
blows or snow ialls or temperature rises. If the layers of snow are 
solid and stable, chances are that avalanches will not occur. 
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On May 3 b 1970, the An cash earthquake 
caused a targe avalanche — the mast 
catastrophic natural disaster in the history 
of Peru. Every year on May 31, many 
schools in Peru practise an earthquake 
drill in memory of the disaster. 


slides o-f wJk'rfe! 

There are many kinds of avalanches, 
but the most common and dangerous 
type is called ‘slab’ avalanche. In this 
kind of avalanche, a sheet of snow 
breaks off with a loud noise, and slides 
down the slope or mountain. A loose 
snow avalanche, or ‘sluff \ occurs when 
loose snow tails down a slope. This 
kind of avalanche rarelv harms anyone. 
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Flame of the forest 
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Each year, millions of hectares of forests get burnt when 
forest fires breafe out. Such fires set thousands of trees 
aflame, kill many animals, and destroy hundreds of homes. 
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Forest fires occur most 
often during summer 
and autumn, when the 
weather is hot and dry. 
They are most commoi 
in grasslands and 
scrublands. 

Forest fires are usual!' 
sparked off by natural 
causes such as lightning 
Thic lightning triggers 
a cnain reaction 
set the 

wnole forest on fire. 
Human activities 
such as a lit cigarette ^ 
thrown carelessly a 
bonfire not put out 
completely and 
electric sparks 
can also cause 
a forest fire. 


//; autumn, the Jarett fborgets Uttered with dr. kum 
and /n igs. Even a sitiyk spark that fails then- tan start 
apn that ran engulf the fwest. 
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In 1987, forest fires burnt down j, 
650,000 acres of forestland in " 
California and Oregon. These fires were 
started by dry lightning. This incident is 
referred to as the Siege of 1 987. 


Fire is sometimes necessary For 

m 

the new growth of forests. In { 
most cases, forest lires lead 
to the destruction of life 
and money. Forest tires 
p 1 release dust, soot, 

and harmful gases 
into the 
atmosphere. 

4 Some trees like 

~f the ponderosa 
^ ^ ^ pine and the 

Sl^H 1 V bur oak have 

J 

Ah even devised 
■ / ways lo protect 
-** f _ themselves 
from forest 
fives. They have 
) a thick, fire- 
y J resistant bark. 


DISASTERS I 
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arc often linked with disasters 


arrh quakes 
related to the sea. Did you know that in 
Greek mythology too, Poseidon, the god 
l of the sea, possessed the power of ‘shaking 
m the earth'. 


The first record of a volcano comes from Pliny 
the Younger. He was sixteen years old when Mount 
Vesuvius erupted on August 24, AD 79. The lava completely buried 
the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum. 


The most destructive tsunami ever recorded was the Asian tsunami, 
oft December 26. 2004. After an earthquake measuring 9,3 on the 
Richter scale along the western coast oi Sumatra, the seabed rose 
by 15 metres along a length ot 1,500 kilometres. 


Nearly 250,000 avalanches occur in the Alps Mountains, 
Europe, every year. 


The philosopher Aristotle was one of the first 
European philosophers to put forward a theory about 
the origin of earthquakes. l ie believed that earthquakes 
were caused by strong winds! 
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Nature plays no favourites, and natural 
disasters can strike anywhere, anytime. This 
book not only tens you about the commonest 
disasters, but also why they occur, where they 
occur most often, and their Impact on life 
and landscape. 

Other books in this series: 

What are ecosystems, biomes, ecotones, and more... 

What are pollution, smoke, smog, and more... 

What are bacteria, viruses, fungi, and more... c. 

What are wind power, solar power, hydropower, and more. 
What are landfills, vermicomposting, recycling, and more... 
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